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Abstract 
This study examines personality and situational correlates of self-reported reasons for 
intimate partner violence (IPV) among women and men court-ordered to batterers’ intervention 
as IPV offenders. Women endorsed self-defense and men retaliation as their primary reasons for 
IPV. Both also endorsed emotion dysregulation as a reason for much of their violence. Women’s 
partner violence was largely, but not exclusively, situationally motivated. Women’s reasons for 
violence also related significantly to self-reported borderline personality symptomology. Men’s 
reasons for IPV related primarily to their self-reported antisocial and borderline personality 
traits, not to situational factors. Thus, the IPV of some women and some men may be considered 
“characterological,” in that it reflects something about the individual’s character or personality. 
Control or domination of one’s partner was not a primary reason for violence among women or 
men, despite the assumption on which many batterer intervention programs are based, that IPV is 
primarily a power and control tactic. Clinical implications and recommendations for future 
research are provided.  
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Personality and Situational Correlates of Self-Reported Reasons for Intimate Partner Violence 
among Women versus Men Referred for Batterers’ Intervention 
Why do some men and women use violence toward intimate partners? Intimate partner 
violence (IPV) is an all too common problem, and although more research has focused on violent 
men, women across studies often report engaging in at least as much physical aggression as their 
partners (Straus, 2009). Theories about men’s violence and their motives abound while women’s 
perpetration of partner violence, and certainly their reasons for violence, are relatively new areas 
of inquiry. Considering that the overwhelming majority of published research has focused on 
men’s use of IPV, this context is important in studying IPV perpetrated by women. 
Consequently, the present study investigated women’s reasons for IPV, personality and 
situational correlates of these motives, and compared these findings to data on men’s reasons for 
partner violence and related factors.  
Some data suggest that men’s IPV is motivated largely by a desire to dominate one’s 
partner while women who aggress against a male partner generally do so in self-defense (Swan, 
Gambone, Caldwell, Sullivan, & Snow, 2008). Other data suggest that both women’s and men’s 
reasons for IPV may be more diverse and that a variety of reasons, including emotion 
dysregulation and domination or control of one’s partner, may apply to some men and some 
women (Babcock, Miller, & Siard, 2003; Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, & Tolin, 1997; Hines & 
Douglas, 2010). A recent functional analysis of past violent incidents suggested that reasons for 
men’s IPV may vary depending on the presence of dysfunctional personality traits (Ross & 
Babcock, 2009a). In this study, partner violent men diagnosed with Antisocial Personality 
Disorder (ASPD) were unique in their use of instrumental violence to dominate or intimidate a 
partner. Men diagnosed with Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) were unique in their violent 
Running Head: PERSONALITY AND SITUATIONAL CORRELATES   4 
 
reactions to their partner’s emotional displays, likely reflecting these men’s difficulties with 
emotion regulation.  
Personality disorder features occupy an important place in IPV research with men. In 
particular, much research has focused on antisocial and borderline personality traits (e.g., Costa 
& Babcock, 2008; Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; Tweed & Dutton, 1998; Walsh et al., 
2010). In their now well-known typology of partner violent men, Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart 
identified three subtypes of batterers, and two – the generally violent antisocial and the 
borderline dysphoric –  were centrally characterized by their dysfunctional personality traits. 
Walsh and colleagues (2010) similarly found antisocial and borderline personality traits useful in 
distinguishing subtypes of both partner-violent men and women in a psychiatric sample of 
patients with histories of IPV perpetration. Personality dysfunction also has been theorized to 
play a causal role in IPV for some individuals (Ehrensaft, Cohen, & Johnson, 2006). For these 
“characterological” batterers, their violence is viewed as a reflection of some underlying 
pathology that they carry with them across their romantic relationships and not something related 
to situational factors or specific relationship dynamics (Babcock, Canady, Graham, & Schart, 
2007).  
Although some recent research suggests that antisocial and borderline personality traits 
may also help to distinguish between different types of partner-violent women (Walsh et al., 
2010), relatively little data exists on the personality dysfunction of these women. The extent to 
which women’s IPV and their reasons for violence relate to something characterological versus 
something situational and specific to the context of a particular relationship is largely unknown. 
Studies reporting that women’s IPV is motivated primarily by self-defense seem to suggest that 
women’s partner violence is situational in nature, the result of their pairing with a violent man, 
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not a reflection of something pathological about the woman herself. Michael Johnson’s popular 
typology of violent couples proposes that women who aggress toward a violent partner are often 
engaging in what Johnson called violent resistance (Johnson, 2006; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000). In 
this case, the woman’s violence occurs in response to her partner’s violence and controlling 
behaviors. What about women referred to batterers’ intervention programs (BIPs) as a result of 
their own IPV? Some data suggest that even clinical sample women primarily aggress out of 
self-defense (Hamberger & Guse, 2002).   
Men’s use of violence to dominate a female partner or violence resulting from a man’s 
emotion dysregulation have been linked to dysfunctional personality traits (Ross & Babcock, 
2009a), suggesting that such reasons for violence may reflect the characterological nature of 
these men’s violence. In contrast, women’s IPV is often attributed to situational factors, such as 
her partner’s use of IPV and control tactics (Johnson, 2006). Considering that some women do 
endorse IPV as resulting from emotion dysregulation or motivated by control (Babcock, Miller, 
& Siard, 2003), are these reasons for IPV linked to women’s personality pathology as they have 
been for men? Similarly, some men do appear to use IPV as a defensive behavior and some 
evidence suggests that, in these cases, men’s IPV reflects situational factors (i.e., his partner’s 
aggressive and/or controlling behaviors; Hines & Douglas, 2010). 
Borderline personality features have been identified as a mediating factor between 
women’s experiences of family of origin violence and their perpetration of IPV as an adult 
(Hughes, Stuart, Gordon, & Moore, 2007). Such data suggest that, for some women, their use of 
IPV may reflect something characterological, a trait of the woman that extends beyond the 
context of her current, violent relationship. However, the idea that some women’s IPV, like some 
men’s, may reflect something characterological, is likely to be controversial.       
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Understanding the reasons for an aggressor’s violence may help to tailor batterer 
interventions. Although newer, strengths-based approaches have been proposed (Lehman & 
Simmons, 2009), many existing batterer intervention programs (e.g., Pence, 2000) are based on 
the feminist view that IPV is the result of patriarchal views that men hold about gender roles and 
their belief in their right to dominate or control their female partner, violently if necessary. 
Unfortunately, current batterer intervention programs, which often are a one-size-fits-all model, 
are largely ineffective (Babcock, Green, & Robie, 2004). Even more discouraging, much less is 
known about how to intervene with partner violent women despite the relatively high rates of 
female-perpetrated IPV that are reported in the literature. State practice standards for batterer 
intervention programs have generally been developed with male perpetrators in mind (Kernsmith 
& Kernsmith, 2009) and may be a poor fit for women. Clearly, more data are needed on the 
nature of women’s IPV, including women’s reasons for violence and the extent to which 
characterological versus situational factors relate to women’s reasons for violence. 
Hypotheses 
1. Analysis of the questionnaire used to assess self-reported reasons for IPV is expected to reveal 
a number of core reasons for violence which will include emotion dysregulation, control or 
domination of one’s partner, and self-defense.  
2. In line with the current literature on men’s and women’s motives for IPV, it is expected that 
women will endorse self-defense more than men. Men are expected to endorse control of one’s 
partner as a motive for their IPV at higher rates than women. Both women and men are expected 
to endorse emotion dysregulation as a reason for violence and at similar rates.  
3. Domination of one’s partner and emotion dysregulation, as reasons for IPV, are 
conceptualized as reflecting something characterological about the perpetrator. Dysfunctional 
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personality traits (i.e., symptoms of ASPD and BPD) are expected to relate more strongly to 
these motives than to self-defense. Self-defense is conceptualized as reflecting something about 
the specific relationship dynamic and is expected to relate more strongly to situational factors 
(i.e., one’s partner’s use of violence and controlling behaviors) than to the 
participant’s/aggressor’s personality traits.   
Method 
Participants 
 Participants were recruited from an agency providing court-ordered batterer intervention 
services to women and men identified as IPV offenders by the court. Participants were required 
to be at least 18 years old, able to read and write, and referred to the agency for their perpetration 
of IPV in the context of a heterosexual, romantic relationship. Fliers were posted at the agency 
and research assistants provided brief descriptions of the study at the start of intervention group 
meetings. Data for the present study were taken from a 45-minute, computerized survey 
completed by participants during a 2-hour session, which also involved an individual interview 
about relationship conflict. Participants were paid $20 for their participation. All participants 
were provided a list of mental health referrals, including nonviolence resources, upon completion 
of the study. 
Measures 
Reasons for Intimate Partner Violence  
 Participants completed the Reasons for Violence Scale (Stuart, et al., 2006), a self-report 
measure of the proportion of violent incidents motivated by one or more of 29 potential reasons 
for violence. For each potential motive, participants indicated how often this was a reason for 
their own use of IPV. Responses ranged from 0% to 100% of the time. The creators of the scale 
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acknowledge that a single act of IPV could be motivated by a variety of factors and thus do not 
require that a participant’s scores sum to 100%. 
Personality Disorder Traits 
 Participants completed the 16 true/false items of the Personality Diagnostic 
Questionnaire-4th Edition (PDQ-4; Hyler, 1994) corresponding to traits of Antisocial and 
Borderline Personality Disorders. The PDQ-4 assesses personality disorder symptomology 
consistent with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th Edition (DSM-IV; 
American Psychiatric Association, 2000) diagnostic criteria. Each item endorsed as “true” was 
given a value of 1 and those answered “false” were valued as 0. Values were summed for each 
scale to allow a dimensional investigation of these personality disorder symptoms and their 
relation to self-reported reasons for IPV. In the present sample, internal consistencies were .59 
for the ASPD scale and .65 for the BPD scale. 
Intimate Partner Violence.  
The Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 
1996) was used to assess participants’ reports of their and their partners’ physical aggression. 
The CTS2 is a widely used, 78-item questionnaire that assesses the frequency of male-to-female 
and female-to-male abusive acts in the past year. Potential responses were as follows: 0 = “it has 
never happened,” 1 = “once,” 2 = “twice,” 3 = “3 to 5 times,” 4 = “6 to 10 times,” 5 = “11 to 20 
times,” and 6 = “more than 20 times.” For responses corresponding to a range, the following 
values were used to calculate the CTS2 subscale scores: a response of 3 indicating “3 to 5 times” 
was scored as 4, “6 to 10 times” was scored as 8, “11 to 20 times” was scored as 16, and “more 
than 20 times” was scored as 25.  The CTS2 has been shown to have good psychometric 
properties, including subscale internal consistencies from .79 to .95 (Staus et al., 1996). Internal 
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consistencies for participants’ reports of their own and their partners’ physical aggression were 
.78 and .91 respectively, in the present sample. 
Intimate Partner Control 
 Participants reported on their own and their partners’ use of intimate partner control via 
the 24-item Controlling Behaviors Scale (CBS; Graham-Kevan & Archer, 2003). For each item, 
participants were asked how often they and they partner each engaged in that particular behavior 
and responded on a scale from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“always”). The CBS contains five subscales: 
economic abuse, coercion and threats, intimidation, emotional abuse, and isolation. All 24 items 
can be summed to produce an overall controlling behaviors score, which was used in this study. 
Internal consistencies for the overall controlling behaviors scale were .88 for participants’ reports 
of their own and .93 for participants’ reports of their partners’ controlling behaviors.  
Analyses 
 The 29-items from the Reasons for Violence Scale (Stuart et al., 2006) were analyzed 
using principal components analysis (PCA) with a varimax rotation and a cut score of .35 for 
inclusion in a factor, in order to group these 29 reasons for violence into a set of core reasons for 
IPV. The PCA-derived factors/reasons for IPV endorsed at the highest rates by participants were 
used as dependent variables in the regression analyses. In order to assess the relation between 
reasons for IPV and characterological versus situational factors, separate regressions were 
performed using 1) personality disorder symptomology and 2) partner’s use of IPV and 
controlling behaviors as independent variables. Results were examined separately by gender. 
Results 
Demographics 
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 Thirty women and 56 men, all referred to batterers’ intervention as IPV offenders, 
completed the current study. Forty-nine percent of participants were Caucasian, 34% were 
African American, 5% were Latino, 2% were Asian, and 10% were of other ethnic origins. 
Average age was 30 (SD = 10.46) and the mean relationship length was 50 months (SD = 59.26). 
Seventy-four percent of participants reported a household income of less than $20,000 per year, 
15% reported income between $20,000 and $40,000, and 11% reported household income above 
$40,000.   
Reasons for Violence  
 Although the principal components analysis of the Reasons for Violence scale produced 
eight separate factors (Table 1), examination of the scree plot suggested a line of demarcation 
between the fourth and fifth factors (see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Additionally, relatively few 
items loaded strongly and exclusively on factors five through eight (see Table 1). As expected, 
the first four factors/reasons for IPV also had the highest internal consistencies. Finally, the first 
four factors contained the top three motives endorsed by both women and men in the present 
sample (see Table 2) and a motive of particular, theoretical interest (dominate-punish). For these 
reasons, four factors, labeled dominate-punish (α = .92), emotion dysregulation (α = .89), 
retaliation (α = .86), and defense (α = .82) were the factors/reasons for IPV selected for further 
analysis in the regressions. Because different numbers of items loaded on each factor, the reasons 
for violence variables were created by taking the mean score of all items on that factor. The 
resulting emotion dysregulation scale score, for example, represents the average proportion of 
times that a woman’s IPV was the result of her difficulty controlling her emotions. Means and 
standard deviations for self-reported reasons for violence and all independent variables are 
provided separately for women and men in Table 2. 
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The same, top-three reasons for IPV were endorsed by women and men (see Table 2). 
Women endorsed defense (e.g. to protect self, to get away from partner), retaliation (e.g., 
because your partner provoked you, to get back at or retaliate for being emotionally hurt by your 
partner), and emotion dysregulation (e.g., to show feelings you couldn’t express in words, 
because you didn’t know what to do with your feelings), in that order, as their primary reasons 
for IPV. Men’s primary reasons for IPV were retaliation followed by emotion dysregulation and 
then defense. Domination/punishment (e.g., to feel more powerful, to hurt your partner’s 
feelings) was not a primary reason for violence for either group; however, it was endorsed at 
roughly the same rate by women and men. Women reported engaging in significantly more 
defensive violence than men (t(84) = 5.14, p < .001). Gender differences in the two remaining 
primary reasons for violence (retaliation and emotion dysregulation) were not significant.  
Antisocial and borderline personality traits were also endorsed at similar rates by women 
and men in this sample. Although antisocial personality traits were endorsed at relatively low 
rates overall, with 18% of the sample endorsing zero of the seven potential ASPD items, the 
modal value was one, and 31% percent of participants endorsed three or more of the seven traits. 
Borderline personality traits were endorsed at higher rates with only seven percent of participants 
reporting zero of the nine potential BPD symptoms. The modal value for the BPD scale was two 
and nearly half of the participants (48%) endorsed four or more of the nine BPD items.  
Significant gender differences did emerge in self-reported IPV and intimate partner 
controlling behaviors, with female participants reporting significantly higher rates of IPV and 
control for themselves and their partners compared to male participants (see Table 2). The 
standard deviations were also greater for women as compared to men. The variances here 
suggest that women in the sample may have been a more diverse group as compared to male 
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participants, in terms of the severity of their IPV perpetration and victimization. The relatively 
smaller standard deviations for men could also potentially reflect a systematic, underreporting 
bias for men relative to women, considering that male-perpetrated IPV is generally considered 
more unacceptable (Simon et al., 2001). On average, participants of both genders described their 
partners as more violent and more controlling than them, suggesting that although this sample 
was selected for their own, documented use of IPV, most participants were victims of IPV as 
well as perpetrators.  
It is important to note that men’s self-reported use of IPV in this sample was comparable 
to self-reported rates of IPV among men in community samples, while the women in the present 
sample self-reported rates of IPV perpetration that were double those reported by women in 
some research with community participants (e.g., Ross & Babcock, 2009b). Currently 
unpublished data collected from a community sample by the present author provides a similar 
comparison, with men in that sample reporting an average of 10 acts of IPV and women 
reporting an average of 12 acts of IPV perpetrated in the past year. Men in the current, 
clinical/offender sample self-reported an average of 10 IPV acts in the past year, with women in 
this sample self-reporting 28 acts of IPV in the same time frame.  
Out of 86 participants, only one, a woman, endorsed domination-punishment as her 
primary reason for IPV. One other woman and seven men reported that domination-punishment 
was one of the motives for their IPV a majority of the time. In comparing personality disorder 
traits among participants for whom domination-punishment was a primary or majority motive 
(n=9) to the remaining participants (n=77), these groups differed on their rates of borderline 
traits (t(84) = 2.33, p < .05) but not on their antisocial traits. Those who frequently used IPV to 
dominate or punish their partners endorsed significantly more borderline personality traits. Eight 
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men and six women endorsed emotion dysregulation as their primary reason for IPV and, as a 
group, these individuals also reported significantly more BPD symptoms than other participants 
(t(84)=3.04, p < .01) but not more ASPD symptoms.  
Characterological versus Situational Factors in Reasons for Violence 
 The regression models predicting domination-punishment and emotion dysregulation as 
reasons for IPV from antisocial and borderline personality traits were significant for both women 
and men (see Table 3). However, the negative beta-weights representing the associations 
between antisocial personality traits and reasons for violence among women suggest the need to 
examine these bivariate correlations. It was expected that antisocial personality traits would 
relate to motives of partner domination-punishment. For men, motives of domination-
punishment were more strongly related to antisocial than to borderline traits. However, although 
the overall model was significant (F(2,53)=5.43, p < .01), the individual predictors were not 
significant. Again, discussion of bivariate correlations will follow. For women, borderline traits 
were significantly and positively related to motives of domination-punishment (see Table 3), 
suggesting that women who are interpersonally dependent and emotionally labile may have a 
tendency to lash out physically at their partners as a way to control or punish their behavior. The 
significance of the regression models predicting emotion dysregulation as a reason for IPV from 
personality traits was due largely to the relation between this reason for IPV and self-reported 
borderline personality traits. Among both women and men, individuals endorsing a greater 
number of BPD symptoms also tended to relate their own IPV perpetration to their difficulty in 
controlling their emotions. 
As expected, personality factors did not relate significantly to defense as a reason for IPV 
(Table 3). Defensive violence related more to situational than personality factors, and this was 
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especially obvious for women (see Table 4). Retaliation was not one of the predicted reasons for 
IPV expected to emerge from analysis of the reasons for violence questionnaire and so no 
specific hypotheses were made regarding retaliation. For men, borderline personality traits were 
significantly related to their retaliation violence (B = .44, p < .01), suggesting that physical 
retaliation against an intimate partner may reflect something characterological about these men 
(Table 3). This finding is in direct contrast to women, for whom retaliation was strongly related 
to situational factors (see Table 4). Women who reported that their partners engaged in a high 
rate of controlling behaviors often endorsed retaliation as a reason for their IPV (B = .66, p < 
.01). Similarly, women’s use of IPV in self-defense was more strongly related to their partners’ 
controlling behavior (B = .59, p< .01) than to their partners’ violence (B = -.02, ns). Situational 
factors were not particularly good predictors of men’s reasons for their IPV, as none of these 
regression models was significant (see Table 4). 
Examination of bivariate correlations confirmed that men’s reasons for IPV seemed to 
relate primarily to personality factors, while women’s reasons for IPV related to both situational 
factors and to borderline personality traits (see Table 5). Although correlations between women’s 
reasons for IPV and situational factors were particularly strong, women’s borderline personality 
features were significantly related to emotion dysregulation (r = .44, p < .05) and even to defense 
(r = .43, p < .05) as reasons for their violence, suggesting a characterological component to the 
use of IPV for at least some of these women. Men’s violence that resulted from emotion 
dysregulation was also more strongly related to borderline (r = .37, p < .01) than antisocial 
personality features (r = .27, p < .05), which makes sense considering the centrality of emotional 
lability in BPD.  
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 Considering the relatively smaller number of women versus men in this sample, 
differences in power should be considered when examining the pattern of significant correlations 
by gender. For example, among women, although the correlations between antisocial traits and 
defense and between partner’s IPV and defense did not reach statistical significance (see Table 
5), both are greater than 0.3 and may represent important relations with women’s defensive 
violence. Overall, however, the pattern of correlations (both significant correlations and those 
relatively strong correlations that only approach significance) in Table 5 shows that women’s 
reasons for violence related both to characterological and situational factors, while men’s reasons 
for violence related much more strongly to characterological factors. Furthermore, among 
characterological factors, borderline personality traits rather than antisocial traits related to 
reasons for violence among women, while significant relations between reasons for violence and 
both antisocial and borderline traits emerged for men. Finally, where situational factors related 
significantly to reasons for violence, partner’s control seemed a more important factor than 
partner’s use of violence, and this was especially evident for women.   
Discussion 
 Based on existing literature on motives for IPV, it was expected that at least three distinct 
factors or reasons for IPV would emerge from the analysis of the Reasons for Violence (RFV) 
questionnaire. Self-defense was one anticipated reason for IPV and it was hypothesized that 
women would endorse self-defense at a higher rate compared to men. A factor emerged that 
indicated the use of violence to protect one’s self or fight back against an aggressive partner and 
this factor was labeled “defense.” As predicted, women endorsed defense as a reason for their 
IPV at a rate significantly higher than did men. Men were expected to endorse control or 
domination of their partner, a second anticipated reason for IPV, at higher rates than women. 
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Analysis of the RFV produced a factor that depicted IPV as way to gain or maintain power and 
control over one’s partner but also to hurt and punish that person. This factor was labeled 
“dominate-punish” and it was not endorsed more by men than women. In fact, women reported 
higher rates of dominate-punish than did men, although the difference was not significant. The 
only reason for violence not endorsed at a higher rate by women was “sex” (e.g., use of IPV 
because it was arousing or because one’s partner did not want to have sex), and the means here 
were almost identical. The third anticipated reason for IPV was emotion dysregulation and it was 
predicted that men and women would endorse this at similar rates, which they did. Of the five 
additional factors produced, retaliation (“factor 3”) was selected for further study because of its 
statistical properties and its prominence as an endorsed reason for IPV in this sample. 
Although they had been court-ordered to batterers’ intervention as IPV offenders, the 
primary, self-reported reason for women’s violence in this sample was defense. These women 
also reported high rates of violence and control in their relationships for both themselves and 
their partners. The second biggest reason for these women’s IPV was retaliation, again 
suggesting that they view their violence as occurring within the context of what is probably a 
hostile and dysfunctional relationship. The high rates of defensive and retaliatory violence 
among these women suggest that, in many instances, these women’s IPV may be situational in 
nature and may represent a maladaptive attempt to manage conflict.  
 As predicted, women and men both endorsed emotion dysregulation as a common reason 
for their IPV. It was predicted that borderline personality features would relate positively to this 
reason for IPV and this was confirmed for both women and men. As expected, the more 
symptoms a person endorsed of BPD, a disorder characterized by interpersonal and emotional 
instability, the more likely they were to have related their own IPV to difficulty controlling their 
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emotions. Thus, although women’s reasons for IPV were also related to situational factors, their 
tendency to physically lash out at their partners as a function of their own emotion dysregulation 
suggests that at least some of the IPV perpetrated by these women may be characterological in 
nature. Women’s emotionally-driven IPV could be considered characterological in that it reflects 
an intrapersonal characteristic of the woman, some personality pathology, and is not exclusively 
the result of situational or relationships factors. 
 Men endorsed retaliation as their primary reason for IPV. At face value, retaliation seems 
to relate to defensive violence (items for both scales in Table 1) and so it seems reasonable to 
expect that retaliation, like defense, would relate to situational rather than personality factors. 
This was the case for the retaliatory violence of women in the sample; however, it was not the 
case for men. Women who endorsed high rates of retaliatory violence also reported that their 
partners engaged in a large number of controlling behaviors. In contrast, men’s retaliatory 
violence had no systematic relation to either their partners’ violence or controlling behaviors. 
This is surprising considering the nature of retaliation and the presumption that one would be 
retaliating against something. However, for men, their retaliatory violence was positively and 
strongly related to their BPD symptomology. Men who engaged in retaliatory violence scored 
high on the measure of borderline personality. 
Gender differences in the correlates of retaliatory violence suggest that the reason for 
violence itself may not be sufficient to indicate whether IPV enacted for that purpose is a 
reflection of the aggressor’s character or the particular situation. Retaliation seems as though it 
would reflect situational factors such as one’s partner’s behaviors. The items on this scale 
include violence “because your partner provoked you” or “to retaliate for being emotionally hurt 
by your partner.” For men in this sample, their tendency to retaliate appears to be more a 
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reflection of their character than the dynamic of their present relationship. For example, for these 
men, the above items may reflect some personal tendency to be easily provoked or irritated or 
overly, emotionally sensitive while for women, these same items may have reflected more of 
their partners’ actual behaviors. 
There is further support for the notion that these men’s IPV may be largely related to 
characterological factors. Although women and men both endorsed domination-punishment at a 
relatively low rate compared to most other motives, the regression models and bivariate 
correlations demonstrated a strong relation between personality disorder symptomology and a 
tendency to use violence instrumentally for men only. This relation, particularly between ASPD 
traits and instrumental violence, supports previous research indicating functional differences in 
IPV for men with different types of personality pathology (Ross & Babcock, 2009a). 
Men and women in this offender sample were similar in the types of reasons for IPV they 
endorsed, but dissimilar in the extent to which the data suggested that their IPV was reflective of 
something characterological versus situational. These differences were not simply the result of 
higher rates of personality disorder symptoms among men. For example, although women 
endorsed similar rates of ASPD symptoms as men, bivariate correlations indicated that women’s 
antisocial traits were not related to their use of violence as a means to dominate or punish their 
partner, or to any other reason for IPV examined in the present study. For men on the other hand, 
their antisocial (and borderline) traits were significantly related to both reasons for IPV that were 
conceptualized as reflecting something characterological about one’s violence (i.e., instrumental 
violence used to dominate one’s partner and reactive violence representative of emotion 
dysregulation). Women in this sample had engaged in controlling behaviors and endorsed the 
dominate-punish motive at least as often as men, but this was not systematically related to their 
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personality disorder symptoms in the same way that partner domination as a reason for violence 
seemed to reflect something characterological about these men. Just as retaliatory IPV did not 
seem to be situational among men, as one might have expected, perhaps a woman’s use of 
violence in attempts to dominate her partner is not an exclusive reflection of her character. For 
example, instead of exclusively reflecting some trait insecurity, irritability, aggressiveness, or 
disregard for others (as significant statistical relations with ASPD or BPD might suggest), a 
woman’s violent attempts to exert control over her intimate partner could just as likely reflect 
one side of a mutually-violent and/or mutually-controlling relationship in which the woman is 
attempting to regain control. 
For some women and some men in the current sample, these data suggest that at least a 
portion of their IPV appears to relate to some underlying personality pathology. Specifically, 
reasons for IPV were related to participants’ borderline personality symptomology for women 
and both borderline and antisocial personality traits for men. However, unlike men in this 
sample, situational factors were at least as important as personality traits in considering the 
reasons that women in this sample engaged in violence in their intimate relationships. 
Clinical Implications 
These data suggest that most IPV women, even those court-ordered to batterers’ 
intervention, are not likely to be “antisocial” batterers and are not primarily motivated to use 
instrumental violence to control their partner or as a reflection of their underlying antisocial 
personality. Importantly, however, these data also do not suggest that the typical male batterer 
referred for batterers’ intervention fits this stereotype. If most men and women referred for 
batterers’ intervention are not primarily motivated by a desire to dominate or control their 
partner, it is not surprising that interventions based on the assumption that IPV is chiefly a power 
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and control tactic are largely ineffective. The best treatment approach may differ based on the 
batterer’s gender, personality pathology, and reasons for violence. 
For men who endorse IPV motives of power and control, traditional, groups-based 
interventions that address and attempt to change sexist or patriarchal attitudes may be helpful. 
For some men in the present sample, both antisocial and borderline personality features were 
strongly related to their tendency to use violence to dominate or punish their partners. For these 
men, violence used to dominate one’s partner may reflect general personality dysfunction (or 
perhaps cluster B-type personality dysfunction) more so than a specific personality disorder. 
Considering the relation between personality traits, reasons for IPV, and violence, systematic 
assessment for personality pathology and a functional analysis to uncover motives for violence 
should be a first step in intervention. 
Although antisocial personality traits and motives of domination and control did not 
factor prominently for most men and women in the present sample, a subset of participants could 
be considered “characterological” batterers, to the extent that their reasons for IPV and use of 
violence related to their personality disorder traits. These and other data suggest that, at 
minimum, BIPs should include some focus on interpersonal skills and emotion regulation 
training (Waldo, 1988). Preferably, as problematic personality traits are likely to extend beyond 
the context of a given relationship and reflect personal mental health issues, individual mental 
health counseling may be a helpful adjunct to BIP group interventions. For men and women 
presenting with prominent personality pathology, cognitive behavioral interventions, such as 
Dialectical Behavior Therapy for BPD (e.g., Linehan, 1993), should be made available. 
To the extent that IPV perpetration is related to situational factors, as with many women 
in the current sample, and if the relationship is ongoing, the relationship itself may ultimately 
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need to be a focus of treatment. If the IPV offender is female, the present data suggest that a 
systematic evaluation of the woman’s IPV victimization is important, as these women reported 
high rates of perpetrating and experiencing IPV and intimate partner control. In addition to 
batterers’ intervention services, these women may have an acute need for additional mental 
health services, and this may be especially true for those women presenting with prominent 
borderline personality features. Still, the relations between the IPV motives endorsed by women 
in the present study and situational factors suggest that, for some women, couples-based 
interventions to address dysfunctional relationship dynamics may be as important as 
interventions focused on individual pathology, such as BPD. If the batterer is male and there is 
no apparent antisocial personality or coercive control of his partner, an assessment of situational 
or relationship factors may suggest the need to include his female partner in portions of the 
intervention. However, considering that even self-defense as a motive was only marginally 
related to situational factors for men in the current study, focus on emotion regulation and role-
play based skills training in the context of individual or group treatment may be more 
appropriate initially.  
Couples-based interventions in the context of IPV have been widely unpopular and 
viewed as placing blame on the victim. However, couples-based interventions for other 
antisocial-type problem behaviors, such as substance abuse, have been quite effective as a 
treatment component (Weiss & Kueppenbender, 2006). Although IPV certainly represents a 
different problem than substance abuse, if IPV is related to situational factors that have evolved 
as part of the dynamic of an ongoing relationship, couple’s intervention should at least be 
considered as an adjunct to other batterer interventions. Research into couples-based 
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interventions for IPV are limited, but existing data show some promise for this treatment 
modality (Stith, Rosen, & McCollum, 2003).  
 For women – and to some extent for men also – some of their reasons for IPV appeared 
to be situational (e.g. defense) and others seemed to relate to certain kinds of personality 
dysfunction (e.g., emotion dysregulation). A single batterer may at times become violent as a 
function of their difficulty regulating their emotions and at other times as a means of defending 
her or himself from an aggressive partner. Even a single act of violence could be motivated by 
more than one factor. Current batterer intervention programs, based on feminist theory, may be 
well suited for a subset of men motivated to use IPV to dominate or control their partners. 
However, these data suggest that this represents a relatively small group of all referred IPV 
offenders. One option to improve current interventions involves an increased focus on things like 
relationship dynamics, emotion regulation, and individual mental health within in the group 
context, which may be an impractical solution. Alternatively, batterer interventions could be 
constructed to offer modules based on the assessment of individual offender needs or adjunct 
services in addition to a core, group intervention. 
Limitations and Future Directions 
 In the present study, reasons for IPV were conceptualized as reflecting either situational 
or characterological factors. However, a single motive could quite feasibly result from an 
interaction between personality and situational factors and this may even be more common than 
IPV motives reflecting one or the other in a mutually exclusive fashion. For example, women’s 
defensive violence was correlated with both her partner’s use of control and her own borderline 
personality traits. The present sample size was insufficient to test a large number of predictors 
and future research employing larger samples should be better able to examine such interactions. 
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The modest sample size in the present study also limits power for the analyses performed, 
especially for the smaller group of women versus men. Although significant relations were found 
in the data as predicted, it is possible that analyses based on women’s data in particular may 
underestimate the actual, existing relations between the variables examined. Replication and 
extension of these findings with a larger sample is an important next step. 
Participants in the present sample were recruited for their history of IPV and all 
participants had been identified as IPV offenders by the legal system. As a result, these findings 
may not generalize to other samples of IPV perpetrators, such as community samples of men and 
women in violent relationships. This may be especially true for women, considering the 
substantially higher rate of IPV perpetration endorsed by women in the current sample as 
compared to women in some community samples. 
The sensitive nature of intimate partner violence research and the types of questions 
asked of participants in these studies may increase men’s and women’s biased responding and 
there may be differences in truthfulness or insight by gender. Ideally, data are collected from 
both partners in a couple as one way to attempt to validate a batterer’s reports of her or his own 
violence and related factors. Data provided by the partner also helps to put the findings and the 
individual’s reports in context. For example, additional data from the recipients of these 
participants’ aggression might better enable one to determine if an individual participant’s severe 
violence and high levels of control represent one-sided IPV or mutual violence and control in a 
highly volatile relationship. 
Finally, Antisocial Personality Disorder and Borderline Personality Disorder are only two 
of the ten specific Personality Disorders in the current edition of the DSM-IV. ASPD and BPD 
were selected based on their theoretical and empirical relation to IPV as demonstrated in 
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previous research, however, other personality disorders may relate more strongly, particularly to 
women’s motives for IPV. Future research could examine the relation between women’s IPV, 
reasons for violence, and other personality disorder features. 
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Table 1 
Factor loadings for Reasons for Violence scale items 
 Factor 1 
Dominate-
Punish 
 
Factor 2 
Emotion 
Dysregulation 
Factor 3 
Retaliation 
Factor 4 
Defense 
Factor 5 
Influence 
Factor 6 
Sex 
Factor 7 
Unnamed 
Factor 
Factor 8 
Infidelity 
(Eigenvalues) (11.54) (2.676) (1.937) (1.848) (1.467) (1.182) (1.021) (1.004) 
9. Because you were jealous 0.603        
10. Because you were angry at 
someone else but took it out on 
your partner 
0.751        
14. To feel more powerful 0.89        
15. To get control over your 
partner 0.704        
18. To hurt your partner’s feelings 0.788        
21. To make your partner scared 
or afraid 0.555  0.534      
22. Because you were afraid your 
partner was going to leave you 0.701        
23. To punish your partner 0.648  0.379     0.418 
4. To show anger 0.384 0.644     0.399  
5. To show feelings that you 
couldn’t explain in words  0.888       
6. Because of stress  0.523   0.428  0.403  
7. Because you didn’t know what 
to do with your feelings  0.781       
8. To prove you love your partner 0.424 0.6       
11. Because your partner 
provoked you or pushed you 
over the edge 
  .696    .375  
16. To shut your partner up or to 
get your partner to leave you 
alone 
.406  .609      
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19. To get back at or to retaliate 
for being emotionally hurt by 
your partner 
.405  .618      
24. Because you didn’t believe 
that your partner cared about 
you 
.362 .423 .549      
1. Self-defense/to protect self    .930     
2. To get away from your 
partner 
   .903     
3. To get back at your partner or 
to get revenge for being hit first 
   .703     
13. Because your partner was 
going to walk away or leave a 
conflict before it was solved 
    .659    
20. To make your partner agree 
with you 
.405    .704    
25. To get your partner’s 
attention 
 .356 .487  .594    
26. Because you were under the 
influence of alcohol 
  .429   .581   
28. Because it was sexually 
arousing 
     .787   
29. Because you wanted to have 
sex and your partner didn’t 
     .765   
17. To get your partner to do 
something or stop doing 
something 
      .663  
27. Because you were under the 
influence of drugs 
     .583 .618  
12. Because your partner 
cheated on you 
       .863 
 
Notes:    Items used to create the corresponding factor are in bold.   Factor loadings < 0.35 omitted from table.  
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Table 2 
 
Outcome and predictor variables by gender. 
 
 
Variable 
Women 
(n = 30) 
Men 
(n = 56) 
t(84) 
 M SD M SD  
RFV: Dominate-Punish 15.07 (19.69) 11.54 (19.13)  .81 
RFV: Emotion Dysregulation  28.67 (27.11) 21.28 (25.04)  1.26 
RFV: Retaliate 33.36 (29.25)  22.06 (26.73)  1.80 
RFV: Defense 46.66 (32.43)  16.32 (21.79)         5.14***
RFV: Influence1 15.39 (22.82)  12.2 (19.57)  .67 
RFV: Sex1 7.9 (14.01)  8.1 (12.89)  .06 
RFV: Unnamed Factor 71 14.02 (18.34)  14.84 (23.41)  .17 
RFV: Infidelity1 28.83 (39.91)  14.16 (26.08)    2.04* 
Antisocial Personality Traits 1.6 (1.67) 2.07 (1.48) 1.35 
Borderline Personality Traits 3.87 (2.18) 3.36 (2.12) 1.06 
Participant’s physical aggression 28.03 (35.72) 10.00 (14.11)     3.32** 
Partner’s physical aggression1 55.57 (70.71) 17.02 (22.72)       3.73*** 
Participant’s controlling behavior 52.83 (14.62) 44.15 (10.72)     3.14** 
Partner’s controlling behavior1 66.37 (21.7) 54.65 (16.97)     2.76** 
Notes:   * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
1 Variables included here for comparison across genders but not used in the regression models. 
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Table 3 
Summary of regressions examining characterological factors in motives for IPV by gender 
Dependent Variable 
Women 
(n = 30) 
Men 
(n = 56) 
 b SE b Β R2Adj F(2,27) b SE b Β R2Adj F(2,53) 
Dominate-punish           
Antisocial traits -5.72 2.7 -.49*   3.41 1.93 .27   
Borderline traits 5.44 2.08 .6* .15 3.56* 1.79 1.36 .20 .14 5.43** 
Emotion Dysregulation           
Antisocial traits -5.64 3.59 -.35   1.45 2.57 .09   
Borderline traits 8.4 2.76 .67** .21 4.82* 3.74 1.81 .32* .11 4.29* 
Retaliation           
Antisocial traits -4.01 4.23 -.23   -.22 2.67 -.01   
Borderline traits 6.13 3.25 .46 .06 1.86 5.6 1.88 .44** .16 6.27** 
Defense           
Antisocial traits 1.76 4.5 .09   1.43 2.4 .1   
Borderline traits 5.44 3.47 .37 .13 3.08 .52 1.69 .05 <.01 .48 
Notes:   * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Table 4 
Summary of regressions examining situational factors in motives for IPV by gender 
Dependent Variable 
Women 
(n = 30) 
Men 
(n = 56) 
 b SE b Β R2Adj F(2,27) b SE b Β R2Adj F(2,53) 
Dominate-punish           
Partner’s violence .01 .07 .05   .09 .13 .11   
Partner’s control .21 .22 .23 < .01 .96 -.13 .17 -.11 <.01 .33 
Emotion Dysregulation           
Partner’s violence -.02 .09 -.04   -.14 .17 -.13   
Partner’s control .32 .3 .26 < .01 .8 .01 .23 .004 <.01 .44 
Retaliation           
Partner’s violence -.1 .09 -.25   .01 .18 .01   
Partner’s control .88 .28 .66** .23 5.38** .09 .24 .06 <.01 .09 
Defense           
Partner’s violence -.01 .09 -.02   .16 .14 .16   
Partner’s control .88 .30 .59** .29 6.92** .25 .19 .19 .06 2.75 
Notes:   * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Table 5 
Correlations between dependent and independent variables by gender 
 
Women 
Antisocial 
traits 
Borderline 
traits 
Partner’s 
violence 
Partner’s 
control 
RFV: dominate-punish -.09 .28 .19 .26 
RFV: emotion dysregulation .1 .44* .12 .23 
RFV: retaliation .07 .3 .17 .5** 
RFV: defense .33 .43* .361 .58*** 
 
Men Antisocial 
traits 
Borderline 
traits 
Partner’s 
violence 
Partner’s 
control 
RFV: dominate-punish .38** 35** .05 -.06 
RFV: emotion dysregulation .27* .37** -.13 -.06 
RFV: retaliation .24 .44*** .03 .06 
RFV: defense .13 .11 .251 .27* 
Notes:   * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
1 p < .06 
